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The day started out as it always does. My client and I rushed into the courthouse at 9:00 a.m. to avoid be-

ing tardy for a hearing. It was a big day and a big case for my client, with personal safety during the pro-

ceedings being of paramount concern. To calm her fears, I reminded her that there would be a court officer 

inside the courtroom to ensure safety. As we turned to enter the courtroom, an unusual thing happened. We 

could not get in. 

The courtroom was locked. It was completely dark inside. My client and the thirty people around her were 

confused. Having practiced before the judge for years, I know he is always on the bench at the appointed 

hour. Therefore, I was perplexed that the courtroom was locked. I told my client that we needed to wait for a 

court officer to obtain some information. I cautioned her that due to budget cuts, two court officers were staff-

ing the entire probate and family court, therefore it could be a while. Fortunately, a moment later, a court of-

ficer approached. He explained to everyone that their hearings had been rescheduled. While they expressed 

frustration, he gently reminded them that they had all received a rescheduling notice in the mail three weeks 

prior. Since I did not get a rescheduling notice, I approached the court officer. He explained that he was 

aware of our situation and that the case would be heard in a different courtroom. Due to the safety concerns, 

the court officer accompanied us down the hall.
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As we were walking, I thanked the court officer for his assistance. With his usual humility, he replied 

that it was his pleasure. Being one of only two court officers responsible for the security of five judges 

and five simultaneous court sessions, he rushed off to the next courtroom. As my client and I watched 

him depart, my client said, “Manisha, I had no idea that the budget cuts were that bad. He has to run 

around to all of the courtrooms because there’s only one other court officer? Something should be 

done!” I nodded in agreement. She was absolutely right. We expressed how fortunate we were that 

despite being so understaffed, this court officer went above and beyond the call of duty to ensure pub-

lic safety. Suddenly, I was reminded of all of the changes that have gradually occurred over the last 

couple of years. The budget cuts have gone deeper than I’d ever expected. All levels of service the 

trial court provides have been impacted due to the extraordinary cuts. It was at that very moment that 

I realized that the trial court is at a crossroads and the journey ahead is perilous for all of us. 

How did this happen?

In FY 2009, the trial court initially was awarded a budget of $605.1 million. For FY 2012, the trial court 

was awarded a budget of $509.2 million, meaning that over the last three years the trial court has sus-

tained budget cuts of approximately $100 million. Realizing the gravity of the situation, the trial court 

acted swiftly. To avoid layoffs, the trial court implemented an absolute hiring freeze in October 2008, 

targeted voluntary personnel reductions and did not pay negotiated salary increases to 3500 of its 

clerical employees. The trial court reduced its operations costs by either renegotiating or terminating 

leases and consolidating three separate courts. To reduce statewide building operating costs, the trial 

court formed a “green team” to implement a plan that conserves energy usage. Furthermore, the trial 

court eliminated service contracts with alternate dispute agencies, restricted assignments of state pay 

guardian ad-litems, eliminated funding for education conferences and even terminated service con-

tracts on spring water dispensers for employees. 

The success of the trial court’s target of voluntary personnel reductions and energy conservation pro-

cedures may be readily apparent to the 42,000 people for whom death, divorce or other drama drives 
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them to our esteemed halls of justice on a daily basis. They expect prompt service for their client or 

swift amelioration of personal difficulties. Registries, civil and criminal clerk’s offices statewide operate 

with drastically reduced staff. Empty desks abound, waiting lines are frequently long and only every 

third light is working. The once ubiquitous security officers patrolling the hallways are relegated to 

building entry points only. 

Assessing the Damage

If my experiences are any indication, the expectation of prompt service and swift amelioration of dif-

ficulties should be sharply adjusted. My testimony is not intended to criticize, but to narrate the stark 

reality we currently face. Two months ago, I requested a hearing and was immediately offered my 

choice of available dates. However, two weeks ago, I requested a hearing on a different case but was 

told that I have to wait to be given a hearing date and that I would be informed as soon as it could be 

assigned. I have no indication when my case will be scheduled. Over and above scheduling delays, 

delays in receiving decisions on important motions are having unintended and costly consequences. 

I was in court in June for a motion involving child support. The judge took the motion under advise-

ment. Due to the backlog of cases, I was told not to expect a decision until the end of September. My 

client has been without child support for many months.She has exhausted her savings and the charity 

of friends and family. The delay in receiving a decision has forced her to go on welfare and get food 

stamps. 

Cold-hard facts support my observations and experiences. Since FY 2007, the court system has lost 

1,126 workers statewide, roughly 14.8% of its workforce. These workers will not be replaced. At this 

very moment, the average staffing level in the trial court system is 68%. This means that there are 

not enough people in some clerk’s offices to simply answer the phone. Right now there are some 

courthouses where there are no judicial secretaries to assist judges in typing up and mailing court 

orders. This deficiency, especially when a case is taken under advisement, results in a delay of sev-

eral weeks if not months before people learn the outcome of family, financial or business disputes. 

The situation is currently destined to become worse. Every month the trial court loses 20 employees 
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through attrition while maintaining an absolute hiring freeze. Understandably, the trial court may need 

to adjust operating hours and further consolidate court operations if its budget is not increased to al-

low for modest hiring. Adequate staffing is the vital link to justice without delay, a right guaranteed to 

all pursuant to our state constitution. That vital link is in serious jeopardy.

What may not be readily apparent are the numerous dedicated staff who far exceed reasonable ex-

pectations. Retired judges are volunteering their time to adjudicate cases where there is a backlog. 

Registry and clerk staff are volunteering to work on weekends and take on additional tasks to get 

caught up on work. From their own pockets, many judges have purchased computer software that 

transcribes their orders as they render decisions, because they wish to reduce the burden on the al-

ready diminishing number of judicial secretaries. Court officers, who five years ago were two in each 

court room, have dwindled in number such that frequently there are not enough officers for each 

courtroom. This is frightening! Many attorneys witness cases every day where the stakes are high 

and the emotions even higher. Fights have broken out inside the courthouse and at times within the 

courtroom itself. Without adequate court and security officers attending to the courtrooms and patrol-

ling the courthouse, all who access and dispense justice are in danger. Yet every day, judges go onto 

the bench without a court officer because they do not want to delay us. How long can this continue?

Conclusion

While our nation slowly climbs out of financial crisis, we have executed the fine art of accomplishing 

more with less. We grin and bear it. However, the threat of diminished funding of our third branch of 

government mandates all attorneys to a call to action. It is our solemn duty to our clients and as of-

ficers of the court. Access to justice is a constitutional right and is far too precious to be compromised. 

The trial courts are the light of our justice system. Just as the moon draws its illumination and power 

by absorbing the sun’s rays, attorneys, and our clients, draw power from our prompt access to the 

trial courts. Attorneys simply cannot perform our duty effectively without the support of an adequately 

staffed trial court system. Let us fulfill our oath that we each took upon admission to the bar and advo-

cate for increased funding for the trial court, lest it be lights out for all of us. n


